The gravity of measles as a cause of death is now being realised in Nigeria. Several authorsl' have emphasised the seriousness of measles either as the most common reason for admission to children's units in Nigeria or as a major killer disease. Although mortality in many childhood diseases has generally declined, measles still deserves special attention because in 1973 it came second to pneumonia as a major cause of death in Nigeria with 1029 recorded deaths. 6 In that year Lagos State alone had 321 recorded deaths from measles.
In 1978 in Ogun State measles still headed the list of causes of mortality from communicable diseases diagnosed in all the hospitals in the State, with a total of 319 deaths. It also had the highest case fatality ratio of 4-05 deaths per 100 cases.7 In Oyo State, where this study is based, measles is one of the four major causes of death resulting from notifiable diseases.' All these data reflect only reported cases, for in Nigeria there is a great degree of underreporting, which is attributed to the effect of cultural factors and availability of alternative treatment.9 10 Many cases are not even brought to the hospital, and this further strengthens the need to study how aware mothers are of the gravity of measles as a cause of death. The high incidence of measles in children under 2 years has been attributed to some child-rearing habits in this country, such as the custom of strapping babies on the back, thus exposing them to droplet-borne infection,4 and of allowing older children to take charge of and play with infants."
In Ile-Ife town one-quarter of the children in the classes for the handicapped (run by the Oyo State 209
Government, Ministry of Education) are victims of measles. They are either blind, deaf, and dumb after the measles attack or they were born with such handicaps because their mothers had German measles (rubella) during pregnancy (E Balogun, unpublished observation). This tends to support Hendrikse,12 who observed that a high proportion of children who had survived measles show pronounced debility for a long time after the illness. In this study, therefore, we proposed to conduct an in-depth interview into mothers' awareness of the seriousness of the disease and their knowledge of its prevention. Specifically, we wanted to know: (1) whether they were aware of the measles vaccine that is usually given to children aged from 9 to 12 months to prevent measles; (2) Thirty-four mothers who had no knowledge of the vaccine were excluded (xe = 20-9, p<0-001). Table 2 Literacy of mothers and beliefs in the measles The most frequently cited preventive measure, which is undertaken in the dry season when the disease reaches its peak, is that of bathing and rubbing the body with some herbal preparation. A certain amount of this herbal mixture is also drunk daily. This practice is followed by those who believe in keeping tagirz in the house during this period. This fruit, which looks like melon, is supposed to be kicked or swept about the house throughout the dry season. Next were those who believed in a combination of the vaccine with the traditional therapy of keeping tagiri in the house during the dry weather. Then came those who believed in disinfecting the house with palm wine combined with the regular drinking of this wine during the dry season. There were also those who still believed in the wearing of rings and use of charms, prayers, and use of holy water.
A close analysis of these preventive measures, empasises that the Yoruba concept of measles is within the supernatural realm. Indeed, most mothers associated it with Sonponna (the god of the smallpox). They claimed that as a result of this connection there is some similarity in terms of the victims being marked with spots after a serious attack A I Odebiyi and S C Ekong of either of the ailments. This point was mentioned by Maclean3l in relation to smallpox "oba ti ko" meaning "the god has marked him."
Of all the 200 mothers interviewed, only 60 claimed that measles is due to a natural cause. Table 5 shows that 77 claimed it to be due to a supernatural cause while 22 tend to attribute it to both natural and supernatural causes. These claimed that natural causes may be concerned, but external forces tend to determine the severity of the attack and the degree of prominence of the spots. The remaining 41 As long as people define disease within the supernatural context, they will be reluctant to use scientific preventive measures which do not placate the offended spirits. Seventy per cent of the mothers interviewed did not know the scientific cause of measles. This high figure tends to correspond with the findings of Ogunmekan,27 for in his Lagos study of 141 mothers, 93X6% did not know the cause of measles. Obviously, much is urgently required by way of health education in this country to enlighten the public about the cause, treatment, and prevention of measles. 
